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The Captive Audience

'In proportion as the structure of a government gives force to public opinion,
it is essential that public opinion should be enlightened/

George Washington.

'Still the best mousetrap ... at an average cost of approximately 85 cents per
thousand people: The Columbia Broadcasting System/

Advertisement of CBS, addressed

to commercial program 'sponsors'.

October, 1949.

ON   THE   UNITED   STATES'   iy6TH    INDEPENDENCE   DAY,   JULY  4,

195X5 a newspaper reporter in the university town of Madison,
Wisconsin, canvassed signatures for a popular 'petition'. It was made
up entirely of extracts like these from the covenants of American
democracy, the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution and
the Bill of Rights: 'We, the people ... to promote the general welfare
... do ordain . .. that Congress shall make no law .. . abridging the
freedom of speech... or the right of the people peaceably to assemble
and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances. . .. That
all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with
certain inalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the
pursuit of Happiness. . . . That whenever any Form of Government
becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to
alter or to abolish it. .. /

'Only one person out of 122 he approached would sign the docu-
ment', reported the United Press from Madison, the old centre of
American progressive tradition, about this sadly revealing test of the
people's mind,

'Most persons who refused to sign said it was "for fear of con-
sequences". . . , Twenty persons asked [the reporter] if he was a
Communist. A woman reading a section from the middle of the
preamble of the Declaration of Independence said: "That may be the
Russian declaration of independence but you can't tell me it is ours".
A man said: "Get the hell out here with that Communist stuff.. . ."
The first man the reporter approached said: "You can't get me to sign
that. I'm trying to get a loyalty clearance for a government job".
An elderly man said: "I see you are using the old Communist trick-
putting God's name in a radical petition".
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